Paying Attention to What
Customers Are Saying I n the current highly competitive marketplace, businesses must do all they can to attract and retain customers. The health care industry is particularly competitive and is becoming one of the largest employment sectors in the United States. New health related ventures capitalizing on trends in business enter the marketplace on a regular basis. Some of the driving forces include shifts from traditional health services to managed care models, an emphasis on preventive services, more informed consumer bases, and more specialization.
IDENTIFYING THE CUSTOMER
The employee health concentration within the larger health care industry is subject to all of the same forces and more. Employers also face the burden of increasing costs of employee health care, more health related regulations with greater consequences for noncompliance, a need to maintain a productive work force, and new health problems affecting workers and their families. The astute occupational and environmental health nurse recognizes these challenges and joins forces with employ-ers to support the need to remain viable in a competitive environment. In doing so, the occupational health service becomes aligned with and recognized as a valuable contributor to organizational goals. The organization and management are key "customers" of the nurse.
The employee or client who receives the most direct service(s) is probably the most obvious customer of the occupational and environmental health nurse. Traditionally, the nurse and other employee health professionals have done an admirable job assessing health needs, planning appropriate interventions, and delivering programs and services that achieved set objectives. The method of evaluating effectiveness was based largely on quantifiable results. Client feedback, in terms of satisfaction with services received, has not been routinely sought or used as evaluation criteria. While it is critical to measure success by the outcomes achieved, it also is important to know how acceptable and effective the client perceives the service to have been. Client satisfaction may determine and influence willingness to comply with recommendations, participation in a plan of care, cooperation with treatment, and often the likelihood of returning for future services.
Other customers may include: families of employees, peer organizations such as Safety or Industrial Hygiene, and company departments such as Personnel or Benefits. In other words, any individual or group for whom an occupational and environmental health nurse provides a service may be classified as a customer.
DEFINING SERVICES
Not all customers receive the same service(s) by the same providers. Thus, it is important for the nurse manager to identify: • The customer. • The service received by that customer. • Key "actionable" elements of those services. For example, the nurse may identify the employee as "customer," the Department of Transportation examination as the "service," and the employee's accessibility to the provider as the "element" (see Table) . After the customer is identified, techniques for assessing satisfaction must be established. 
ABOUT THE

CRITERIA FOR ASSESSING CUSTOMER SATISFACTION ONTHE NATIONAL LEVEL
Health care organizations competing for the prestigious Malcolm Baldridge National Quality Award are required to describe how they determine the satisfaction of patients and other customers to build rela- How the organization provides access and information to enable patients and other customers to seek assistance, to obtain services, and to voice complaints, including:
(1) How the organization determines patient and other customer contact requirements, deploys the requirements to all staff who are involved in meeting the requirements, and evaluates and improves patient and other customer contact performance; and (2) How the organization follows up with patients and other customers on recently delivered health care services and recent transactions to receive prompt and actionable feedback. Include how the organization obtains information on patient satisfaction with health care outcomes relative to patient expectations; and
(3) How the organization obtains objective and reliable information on patient/customer satisfac-
ABC Company Employee Health Services Satisfaction Survey
In an effort to maintain quality health services, the staff of the Occupational Health Service (OHS) greatly appreciates your participation in this anonymous survey. No individual survey results will be reported. It is not necessary for you to include your name or other personally identifiable information. (1) How the organization builds provider loyalty, positive referrals, and relationships with its patients/ customers, indicating significant differences, if any, for different customer groups or health care market segments.
(2) How the organization's processes for providing access, determining patient/customer satisfaction, and building relationships are evaluated, improved, and kept current with changing health care service needs and strategies (National Institute of Standards and Technology, U.S. Department of Commerce, Technology Administration 1999). Dyck (1996) used Gap Analysis (Parasuraman, 1988) to assess the difference between clients' expected level of service quality and their perception of what level of service quality actually was received. One method of obtaining client expectations is by using a survey that focuses on the service received, the perceived importance of the service, and the elements or aspects of the service to be studied (see Figure) .
ASSESSING CUSTOMER SATISFACTION ATTHE ORGANIZATIONAL LEVEL
Other methods include interviews and focus groups. Obviously, these techniques are more time consuming, and the information gathered is somewhat more difficult to quantify. However, these may be desirable if they can be used in tandem with other events such as weekly safety meetings or an annual 544 health fair. These methods of gaining insights into the customers' level of satisfaction occur at scheduled intervals. It also is imperative for customers to be supplied with a vehicle for registering complaints and recommendations on an ongoing basis. Providing a suggestion box in or near the occupational health service department supplies a continuous stream of ideas, requests, and areas for improvement by the occupational health service. The information gathered in this way is excellent material for regular staff meetings and gives the nurse an opportunity to work on problem areas before they appear in an annual satisfaction survey.
THE NURSE AS CUSTOMER SERVICE AGENT
Sometimes, information comes in the form of a complaint or negative reaction from a client. This type of input must be considered just as seriously as information gathered in other ways. The nurse should follow up on all complaints, clarify issues, and determine the magnitude of a potential dilemma. Taking a reactive approach to complaint management positions the nurse to be proactive in anticipating and managing future problems. Not all feedback is positive, but it always is a measure of satisfaction and should be viewed as an opportunity to improve the quality of services.
The occupational and environmental health nurse may find it useful to compare perspectives related to a particular service from the viewpoint of several customers. For example, the nurse should compare the acceptability of "waiting time" from the perspectives of both the client and the manager. Finally, responses of customers should be compared to the levels of satisfaction of the health care providers. This accurately results in identifying the gaps between what clients think they received and what providers believe they delivered.
Analysis of the information received is facilitated greatly by using a computerized program created specifically for the project. A relational database allows the nurse to query, cross query, sort, import data from other systems, and report and graph the results so they are meaningful and easily interpreted. This information is invaluable when setting priorities, selecting service providers, and evaluating organizational effectiveness.
Reports of analysis of client satisfaction should be generated and distributed among all stakeholders.
In this way, employees sense health status is an important measure to the organization, and corporate directors know their focus on quality products and services is shared by the occupational health service.
